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DO YOUR DUTY IN ALL things. You cannot do more. You should never do less.
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EVELYN SMYTHE HAS BEEN dying a thousand deaths inside, secretly planning to leave England to escape a life of misery at the hands of a monster. 

She receives aid from an unexpected source and her life changes forever. Knowing she was falling in love with the new butler, she feels torn between leaving him behind and getting away from her arranged marriage. 

Events take an even worse turn when she’s trapped in the clutches of Nicholas Forbes—a fate worse than death. She must consider saving the man she really loves by marrying Forbes.

Alistair James Godstone knew he needed to protect Evie at all costs. He’d give up everything just to keep her safe. Even if it means never seeing her again. 

He’s kept a startling secret from her, and for this she may never forgive him. When his plan for her escape blows up in his face, he realizes he will have to get rid of Forbes or lose Evie forever. 
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“He knows,” Evie whispered softly, a trembling note of fear in her voice. 

Alistair looked at Evie, then the door, and then back at the woman beside him.

“My father knows what we’ve done. I’m screwed and you’re...you’re dead.” Her hand went to her forehead. “What have I done?”

The banging on the door grew louder. More desperate. Proof that her father wasn’t going to go away quietly. 

Alistair Godstone’s first instinct was to pull Evelyn into his arms and hold her until her fear subsided. But that wouldn’t solve the problem. It wouldn’t change their predicament. They had been caught in the aftermath of the unthinkable. He, a lowly butler, had taken his employer’s daughter to bed. And as the butler of Smythe Manor, Alistair’s employer was no ordinary man. Lord Smythe was a baron. One of the most important men in England.

Now that the baron had discovered that the gossip about his daughter having an affair with the butler was actually true, Alistair knew he was done for. He would be sacked, which meant he would lose out on finally getting his father’s pension. That had been the only reason he took this job, and he had failed. Failed not only his father, but Evie as well. Alistair had sworn to protect her, yet his uncontrollable desire for her had sent them both down this road to ruin.

“Open the bloody door, Godstone!” her father roared. Loudly enough to shake the rafters of the cottage they had snuck off to.

“How did he find us?” Evie asked.

Though they had done their best to stay hidden, it clearly hadn’t been enough. The light they had turned on in the bedroom might have spilled through the gap between the curtains without either of them noticing. And it was only natural that they hadn’t noticed. Having sex with Evie for the first time had definitely clouded much of his logic and reason. Plus, it had been her first time ever. Losing her virginity had probably overtaken her own good sense. Now here they were, caught by her father. It might have all seemed like the sort of problem a university student got into, but in their case the stakes were extremely high. 

Alistair climbed out of the bed. “There’s no time to try to figure out how.” 

“We can’t just let him see us like this,” she said, pointing to him and his state of undress.

His formal clothes were still on the floor where he’d left them. If he was going to get sacked by the baron tonight, Alistair refused to lose his job naked.

The incessant knocking on the door continued.

“We won’t be doing anything,” he said, coming to a snap decision. “I’ll face your father. You remain here.”

“What? You can’t be serious.” 

He grabbed his clothes off the floor and pulled on his trousers. “It wasn’t a suggestion.”

“What gives you the right to order me about?” she demanded.

“I know you’re not used to taking orders from servants, but I don’t bloody well care, Evie,” he said through gritted teeth as he put on his shirt. “You’re to stay behind in this room. I won’t allow you to face your father in this state.”

She had just lost her virginity, after all. Evie deserved to hold on to some of her dignity. It wasn’t right for a young woman to face her father’s disapproval over something so private. Especially since her hair was tousled and her cheeks were still flushed after their lovemaking. Alistair would take the brunt of her father’s wrath and convince him to let her be for the rest of the night.

“Please, Evie.”

Evie sighed heavily and scrambled out of bed to start helping him button up his shirt. “What if Nicholas is with him?”

Damn, he hadn’t thought of that. If Evie’s father had come down to the cottage with her suitor in tow, it would be two against one. While Alistair might refrain from physically fighting her father, now that he knew that Nicholas has literally harmed Evie he wanted to beat the duke senseless. According to Evie a cruelly squeezed hand and a handshake were the extent of the abuse, but to Alistair a man touching a woman roughly in any manner was a coward.

He shoved on his leather shoes. “You let me worry about the Duke of Rothford.” 

“Alistair, please don’t fight him. Even if you win a physical fight, his family could destroy you in other ways,” she said. “They’ve ruined very powerful people for less.”

Without responding, Alistair leveled his shoulders and marched up to the bedroom door. “Don’t open the bedroom door until I get back. Just... just stay here, Evie.”

Rather than wait for her response, he turned to take her face in his hands and captured her mouth with his. If they had been caught out, he’d need one final kiss to sustain him for the rest of his life. One more taste of her to satisfy the hunger that he’d had for her all these years. He knew that her father had the power to separate them again, the way he had when they were children. Last time, Evie’s father had sent her all the way to Switzerland to tear them apart. The baron could put a whole continent between them if he really wanted to. 

Her lips parted instantly, a surrendering at the moment his mouth found hers. Aching for one final chance to savor her, Alistair stormed her mouth with his tongue. She let out a soft moan, her tongue meeting his for one last heated kiss. 

When he pulled away from her, she had a dazed expression on her face. In time, he hoped she would forget their last kiss. Forgetting would be a sign that she had moved on and kept her place in high society. But Alistair wouldn’t forget. He would remember the sensation of Evie’s soft, pliant mouth on his forever. 

He shut the bedroom door then and strode to the front door of the cottage. After taking a deep breath, he opened the door and stepped aside to let the baron in.

“Dammit Godstone, what took you so long?”

Alistair shrugged on his jacket and started to secure his mobile phone in his pocket as he cleared his throat. There was no polite way of explaining to the baron that his daughter had been helping the manor butler put his clothes back on. “Well my lord, I was—”

“Ah, you were on a telephone call. Of course,” the baron said, motioning to the phone that Alistair was placing in his pocket. “You’ll have to excuse the intrusion then, old chap.”

His eyebrows shot up in surprise. Confusion made him pause. That hadn’t been what he’d expected the baron to say at all. “My lord, now that you’re here, we have much to discuss.”

“Indeed.” Evie’s father frowned. “It’s quite obvious what you’re up to, so we can dispense with the excuses and attempts at an explanation.”

“You’ve caught me,” Alistair conceded. “There’s no denying it.”

“At least you’re man enough to admit it,” Evie’s father said. “How much did you tell this lawyer of yours?”

Alistair froze. What the...? He was completely baffled. “Lawyer, my lord?” 

“Damn it, man. I know you were trying to make good on your threat to take me to court over your father’s pension,” the baron said. “That’s obviously why you came out here—to hide out and make the phone call away from eavesdroppers.”

Sudden realization dawned on Alistair. The baron had no idea that he and Evie had rushed into the cottage for a secret tryst. Not only that, but Lord Smythe had no clue his daughter was mere yards away in the bedroom. 

... if she stayed where she was.

“You’re correct. I did phone a lawyer,” Alistair said, refusing to reveal even a hint of the relief he was starting to feel. If he had to go along with the baron’s assumptions to keep Evie safe, then he would lie without remorse.

“Well call him, or her, off,” the baron ordered. “I’ll not have a lawsuit tarnish the family name. The manor will be crawling with tabloid press if it gets to that.”

So that was why the baron had been so desperate to get inside the cottage. He was trying to prevent a scandal. Except it wasn’t the scandal that Alistair had expected at all. 

“So this is about our earlier discussion?” Alistair pressed. 

Evie’s father narrowed his eyes. “Discussion? It sounded more like underhanded threats. Namely, threats of a lawsuit and blackmail.”

“Blackmail? My lord, I would never consider such a thing. When I fight a man, I fight out in the open. Which is why you can expect a call from my lawyer any day now.”

The baron tugged at his collar nervously. “Now let’s not be hasty, Godstone. I’m sure we can work something out. That’s precisely why I came looking for you. After our talk I took some time to think over what you said. I have to admit I was angry at first, but I cooled down long enough to try and see things your way. That’s why I came back out to the stables to look for you.”

“I see.”

“I saw a light coming from the stable cottage and I thought you’d skulked off to get your nefarious plan in motion. Turns out I was correct.”

“Well, you’ve caught me. Red-handed.” He almost wanted to laugh. He pressed his lips tight, hoping the corners of his mouth didn’t curl upwards.

“Yes, well, good thing I’m here to talk a deal,” the baron said. “Surely we can come to some sort of arrangement.”

“You seem displeased about a lawsuit.”

“Of course I’m displeased. It will devastate my family. My poor daughter is on the verge of finding happiness. Imagine what a lawsuit would do to her. The tabloids would focus on that instead of her courtship with the duke.” 

He wasn’t going to simply accept that the baron was that
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